The onset and duration of neuromuscular blockade using combinations of atracurium and vecuronium.
The effect of atracurium-vecuronium combinations on the onset and duration of neuromuscular blockade was investigated in 30 adult patients undergoing general anaesthesia for elective surgery. The patients were randomized to receive either atracurium 0.6 mg.kg-1, vecuronium 0.1 mg.kg-1, or quarter-dose, half-dose, or full-dose combinations of the two drugs. Neuromuscular blockade was assessed by measuring the evoked electromyographic response of the abductor digiti minimi to transcutaneous stimulation of the ulnar nerve. It was found that half-dose combinations of atracurium and vecuronium did not produce a shorter onset time, but did result in a longer duration of neuromuscular blockade than full-doses of either drug alone (P less than 0.01). The quarter-dose combinations did not reduce onset time or increase duration. The full-dose combinations produced both a shorter onset time (P less than 0.01) and a longer duration (P less than 0.001). The results indicate that atracurium-vecuronium combinations are supra-additive in terms of the duration of the neuromuscular blockade produced. However, the inability of atracurium-vecuronium combinations to reduce onset time without increasing duration suggests that there is little advantage in combining the two drugs in clinical practice.